Natalia Ginzburg : The Fabric of Voices Donald Heiney
In the early years of the fascist era Natalia Ginzburg, the daughter of a Jewish university professor, lived in Turin in an intellectual and eccentrically bourgeois family with socialist tendencies. This milieu, which in retrospect seems exactly suited to her needs and talents, she regarded as totally unpromising for a writer. She read chiefly Chekhov and other foreign authors, intent not so much on style or theme as on the power of fiction to create modes of reality different from her deficiency in these matters, she began in absolute humility to write fiction, ex pecting nothing of herself and "dumbfounded with pride and astonishment" when she managed after some years of effort to finish her first story. In this way, setting one word after another in the only way it seemed possible for her to set words one after the other, in three decades of work she produced a full-scale novel and five short ones, a number of stories, the "family autobiography" Lessico famili?re, The voices of the family resemble each other and yet are distinctive. They flow in a way that is apparently unstudied, as the bird sings and the fish swims; each voice speaks for itself and yet the whole forms a pattern of interlocking polyphonies. To borrow a recurring adjective in Natalia Ginzburg, the voices are intrecciate, woven together in the way that a girl braids her hair. To begin with the girl's hair is one thing, then it is separated into strands, then the strands are woven in a pattern until they become one thing again, but a different kind of thing. Before the process the hair is spontaneous and unstudied nature; after the process it is art. (In defense of this rather elaborate metaphor it can be pointed out that styles of hair, especially in women, are significant to Natalia The dixit device is not the only Homeric borrowing in Natalia Ginzburg.
